Pairing patterns in monogamous birds are thought to be the consequence of mutual mate choice by males and females for characters linked to individual quality in the opposite sex. Although this may result in assortative pairing for a single character, there may be no simple match between male and female phenotype if the traits linked to individual quality are sex specific. For instance, in several passerine species, females tend to select males on the basis of territory quality or characters that may reflect health or vigour, whereas males benefit from pairing with females in good condition that breed early because early breeding increases reproductive success. We investigated pairing patterns in an urban population of the sexually dimorphic European blackbird in relation to bill colour in males and body condition in females, over a 3-year period. Females breeding early were in significantly better condition than those breeding late. The number of breeding attempts per season was significantly positively correlated with female condition, while the number of fledglings reared by a female in a breeding season was positively correlated with the number of breeding attempts, independently of female condition. Bill colour varied in males and was related to body weight, although not to condition. Female condition was correlated with male bill colour within pairs, with males showing more orange bills being paired to females in better condition. We discuss the observed pairing pattern in relation to individual or territory quality and to the constraints and costs associated with reproduction in each sex.
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Pairing is rarely, if ever, random in natural populations (Bateson 1983) . In monogamous bird species, adaptive mutual mate choice by males and females is expected to result in assortative pairing for characters linked to individual quality (Andersson 1994). Evidence for assortative pairing in monogamous birds has been presented for characters such as age (Reid 1988; Cézilly et al. 1997 ), colour morph (O'Donald 1983 Cooke et al. 1995) , body or morphological trait size (Boag & Grant 1978; Cooke et al. 1995) and ornaments (Jones & Hunter 1993) . However, pairing between individuals according to quality may not always result in positive assortative pairing for a single character, particularly if the constraints and costs associated with reproduction differ between the sexes. This is likely to be the case in monogamous bird species showing a marked sexual dimorphism. In such species females may select males on the basis of territory quality (Jennions & Petrie 1997) or sexually dimorphic characters that may reflect health and vigour (Zahavi 1975; Hamilton & Zuk 1982; Hill 1991) . However, it is difficult to infer pairing processes from a knowledge of pairing patterns, because different processes can lead to similar patterns (Burley 1983; Cézilly et al. 1997) .
In passerines, female quality, male ornamentation and territory size and quality may combine in determining pairing patterns and reproductive success. In particular, females in good condition should be able to pair and breed earlier and thus to select the best males or settle on the best territories. Males would benefit from early pairing with females in good condition since early breeding is often associated with higher reproductive success in birds (Darwin 1871; Price et al. 1988 ). In studies conducted over several years and populations, Hill et al. (1994 Hill et al. ( , 1999 reported that redder male house finches, Carpodacus mexicanus, were paired with females that initiated nesting earlier. In addition, Wolfenbarger (1999) 
